The pivotal role of higher education in shaping American society to meet the needs and challenges of the 21st century is unquestioned. It is a foregone conclusion that today's technology-driven workplace requires that workers are able to think better and faster, with less emphasis on rote memorization. This means then that everyone who expects to succeed in the society must be engaged in a continual process of learning and growth. It also means that if all prospective students, regardless of age, gender, or race, are to successfully complete a college education, issues such as access and opportunities in higher education must be examined closely.
College education in the United States has been characterized as having a breadth of access, a range of opportunities, distinction in scholarship, and an engagement in social and public issues that are unparalleled in the nation's history and anywhere else in the world (Ikenberry, 1997) . Fortunately, social and public forces in recent decades have applied adequate pressure on policy makers, which has resulted in significant advances among women (especially older than age 25) in higher education. For instance, among African Americans, a look at the history of male and female participation in higher education in the 1970s demonstrates that the numbers of women in college was lower than that of men. Supportive data supplied by the 1960 census show that in 1970, 4.6% of male and 4.4% of female African Americans had completed 4 or more years of college. The figures for 1972 demonstrate the persistence of that college completion trend, with 5.5% for male and 4.8% for female African Americans (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1962) .
Overall, members of racial minority groups have experienced dramatic improvements, although disproportionate, in access to and opportunity for higher education in the last quarter of this century. Nonetheless, growth among some minority segments has stagnated in recent years and might signal that these groups have some major hurdles to traverse if they expect to be poised for participation in a society with increasing requisites for knowledge.
This article seeks to briefly review the history of higher education in the United States and to focus on (a) the recurring problem of access to higher education by women and minorities of the U.S. population, (b) the demographic shifts in age-and gender-specific college enrollment, and (c) the implications of these issues in a largely urban, computer-based economy. Attention to these issues is primarily related to nontraditional students (i.e., older adult), specifically among women and underrepresented groups such as racial minorities for whom equality of opportunity to higher education has been limited.
well-being. The assumption is that an educated citizenry can participate more effectively in decisions that affect and shape the character of their nations. Of late, additional educational needs are emerging from the demands of a global economy and unprecedented technological changes. These changes call for upgrading the quality of education and increasing accessibility to lifelong learning opportunities for all citizens.
During the past 50 years, considerable inroads have been made in the education of Americans that help the nation meet its traditional and emerging educational needs. In 1940, among all individuals age 25 years or older, only 25% had graduated from high school, and less than 10% of this population had college degrees. In 1990, 50 years later, nearly 85% had high school diplomas and 27% had graduated from college (American Universities and Colleges, 1997) . This dramatic expansion in higher education attainment covered all social groups.
The most significant gains in higher education, especially since 1970, have occurred among adults between 25 and 34 years of age. In 1970, about 16% of this age group had completed 4 or more years of college; by 1990, the proportion of this age group who had attended college (to some extent) jumped to 70%, with 24% of this group having completed at least 4 years of college. Among African Americans of the same age group, women surpassed men in college attendance, with 33% men and 35% women having participated in higher education, as indicated in earlier comparative data. Corresponding figures for the Hispanic population were 27% men and 26% women (American Universities and Colleges, 1997) .
A dramatic change in the gender distribution of college education has taken place in the current decade. Women, since the early 1990s, are for the first time surpassing men in college graduation rates. As indicated in Table 1 , women's growth in educational attainment is evident in their earning more associate's, bachelor's, and master's degrees than men, whereas the table shows the opposite was true in 1977.
Current trends are in the direction of a continued advance of women over men in college enrollment and graduation rates among all racial and/or ethnic groups. White women make up 55% of the White college population, Black women make up 62% of Black Ntiri / ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION 131 college enrollment, and Hispanic women are 56% of their group's college population (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1997) . Data indicate that each year since 1980, women have outnumbered men in college enrollment among Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics. Among Asians, women outnumbered men for the first time in 1994, when their representative percentage reached 50.2%. The Black female college population is growing at a dramatic rate of three times that of the Black male population. Between 1994 and 1995, the increase in college enrollment for Black men was 6,300, whereas Black women increased by 18,900 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997).
Another highlight of American education is that Blacks have nearly reached parity with Whites in regard to high school graduation rates based on 1997 data. Rates for Blacks are 86.2% compared with 87.6% for Whites (Schmid, 1998) . This represents significant growth since the 1940s, when 12.3% of Blacks and 41.2% of Whites ages 25 to 29 completed high school. It is also worth mentioning that there has been a mild resurgence in college enrollment among Blacks and a major increase among other minority groups since 1990. (The 1970s had witnessed a major growth in Black enrollment, followed by a decline in the 1980s). Black enrollment rose by 18.2%, Hispanic by 39.6%, and Asian American by 39.2% (American Universities and Colleges, 1997) .
There are, nonetheless, considerable differences in the levels of college educational growth rates and attainment with respect to race and/or ethnicity. Minority groups are still trailing White stu- 
WOMEN IN HIGHER EDUCATION EXPECTATIONS
Shifts in the views of and about women during the past 30 years have been key to the rising expectation of women in higher education. Astin's (1998) study on the trends among American college students contrasts the changes in the aspirations of female and male college freshmen between 1966 and 1996. Today, nearly two thirds of women expect to earn a graduate degree, and they show tremendous growth in their expectation of obtaining professional and doctoral degrees. This contrasts with today's male freshmen, who indicate slightly less interest in attaining graduate degrees. Astin points to the impact of the women's movement of the 1970s and 1980s as the major impetus for women's heightened educational expectations, which parallel their rising career expectations. Attitudes about the role of women, as a consequence of the movement, have shifted for men and women, making it far more acceptable for women to aspire to equitable educational and career goals. The author of the study refers to this parallelism in educational expectations among men and women as gender convergence. The term applies to career expectations and attitudes toward the role of married women as well. The sexes, the author says "have become more alike-nearly identical, in fact when it comes to educational aspirations" (Astin, 1998, p. 121) . According to the study, these changes are directly attributable to the women's movement.
Karen's (1991) study on higher education relative to race, class, and gender sees a worldwide shift in attitudes toward women as a Ntiri / ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION 133 precipitant of changes in higher education participation. The author also notes that more than 100 years ago, high school graduation figures of women have often surpassed those of men, to the tune of 50% in the 1900s (57,000 women to 38,000 men). However, he warned that the female-male advantage was reversed in higher educational pursuits. It was not until 1970 that women's higher education enrollments surpassed men. He points to changing labor force participation, decreases in the number of pregnancies per household, and increasing rates of divorce as central factors in the proliferation of women in higher education, notwithstanding personal motivation and expanding aspirations. Many of these women are what is today termed the lifelong learner-a member of a burgeoning group of students who have changed the landscape of college campuses nationwide.
LIFELONG LEARNERS
The lifelong learner, alternately referred to as the nontraditional, returning, older, or mature student, represents several categories of college seekers who have decided to attend school part-time after having delayed going to college or who have reentered after leaving college for several years (Hearn, 1992) . Among these groupings are married students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1996) , single-parent students (Apling, 1991) , first-generation students (Hsaio, 1992) , and financially independent students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1996) . Higher education students older than 25 are being tracked more closely in the 1990s because they are swelling the ranks of the college student enrollments and dramatically shifting the average age of those matriculating college courses and degree programs. Figure 1 below gives the growth of adult students during a 25-year period.
As indicated above, the number of undergraduate students age 25 and older has increased almost 60% since 1970. The enrollment of adult students stands at 45% (Darkenwald & Novak, 1997) of the student population. The literature is replete with studies of these nontraditional students, who usually have various work and family roles that account for their returning to college for job-related reasons (Courtenay, 1989; Flannery & Apps, 1985; Harriger, 1994) .
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The largest percentage of these adult students (i.e., lifelong learners) is women, often called reentry women. Harriger (1994) describes the average adult student as a woman working full-time in a technical, business, or professional field. These reentry women often come to college married with children and living near an urban center (Harriger, 1994) . The study by Brickell (1980, 1988) shows that they are often already better educated than most adults, with some college experience and with a family income of $30,000 to $49,000. They are juggling the demands of family, children, and full-time or part-time employment. Unlike their earlier counterparts, who enrolled in courses in preparation for jobs in teaching, nursing, or social work, the reentry women in the 1980s and 1990s are more likely to prepare for new careers as doctors, lawyers, accountants, or business managers (Rice & Meyer, 1989) .
Black reentry females (African American and women of African ancestry) make up the largest number of students of color at the graduate and undergraduate levels. This group reportedly constitutes 50% of the other groups of color, making Black women the largest group of reentry students of color (Johnson-Bailey, 1999) . Johnson-Bailey points out the paucity of scientific and analytic data on Black reentry women in higher education due to the culturally confining parameters of government and educational studies that only report data by sex or race, not sex and race.
Johnson-Bailey's (1999) study on factors affecting retention of African American reentry students in higher education revealed a set of critical findings in the learning process. Unlike the usual bar- riers that often hinder reentry women's participation, such as child care, class scheduling, lack of family support, financial difficulties, and past school failure, the women in this study pointed to issues pertinent to the Black experience, such as "the presence and mentoring of Black faculty and staff, the presence of Black peers and the resulting network, the positive attitude of some department faculty and the new location of new sources of funding" (JohnsonBailey, 1999, p. 26) . In sum, the experiences of African American populations differed from others because they have had to endeavor to learn despite barriers and coping difficulties in a society driven by race, gender, and class hierarchies.
Even with high aspirations, many reentry women ultimately find employment in lower, entry-level positions and in traditionally female fields, the result of socialization or age factors. Research, however, has found that after completion of their studies, women show a general satisfaction with their training and their jobs (Rice & Meyer, 1989) .
Although the picture seems promising for women, there are issues that must be addressed to make adult women's assimilation into college life more compatible with their maturity levels, schedule constraints, and learning needs. Many institutions lack the special supportive services and milieu to address the women's multiple and often conflicting demands of family, work, and college. In addition, many women feel the internal constraints of poor selfesteem and guilt, factors that impede their success (Rice & Meyer, 1989) . Institutions nationwide are making efforts to assist women in overcoming these barriers to higher education.
THE STRUGGLE AHEAD FOR MINORITIES
The educational gap between Whites and racial minoritiesAfrican Americans and Hispanics in particular-is predicted to persist into the foreseeable future. But this is not an unavoidable national fate. Existing differences are ultimately the product of unequal access and opportunities for higher education for the poor and racial and/or ethnic minorities.
Several factors existing within the socioeconomic and political structure of any society are crucial in determining whether a student gains access to college and possesses the resources to graduate. The socioeconomic and political structure that currently exists in the United States presents a number of obstacles related to college access and successful completion of higher education by African Americans and Hispanics. As reported by the National Center for Educational Statistics (1997), these obstacles to higher education for minorities can be summarized as (a) disproportionately lower socioeconomic status, (b) high rates of poverty (e.g., 42% for Blacks and 39% for Hispanics), (c) unfavorable and disorderly school climate and urban demographic realities, and (d) lack of resource equity for educational costs and supplies.
Perhaps these factors help explain why African American participation in higher education "reached a peak in 1976 and declined thereafter" (Karen, 1991, p. 221) and only recently experienced a slight upturn. Freeman (1997) , in fact, characterizes the 1990s participation of African Americans as unsteady, shifting between stagnancy and regression. These issues alone cannot fully explain why visible minorities are not experiencing similar levels of growth as women. One can refer to a combination of factors that affect African American students in the higher education enterprise. These include but are not limited to financial (decline in financial aid), political (unfavorable state policies such as recent cutbacks in affirmative action funding for higher education), cultural (linguistic and other cultural barriers), and psychological (declining aspirations, lack of hope, and uncertainty in the expectations of immediate returns on college education) (Freeman, 1997) . One might agree with suggestions that the high point in higher education was during the civil rights movement, when affirmative action policies were popular and highly influential. Changes related to this area of government policy might then help explain the stagnation of Blacks in higher education.
EFFECT OF AFFIRMATIVE ACTION REVERSAL
The election of Lyndon Johnson in 1964 as President ushered in the great society and a liberal politics organized around affirmative action. The Federal Court System supported this liberal politics with decisions designed to increase minority access to social institutions. However, by the time of Ronald Reagan's election in 1980, the political mood had gone from liberalism to conservatism. An anti-affirmative mood began to prevail among large segments of the White electorate. This changing political mood has impacted the view on education and affirmative action (Americans United for Affirmative Action, 2000) .
Given the opportunity for access to higher education, all individuals benefit regardless of their racial and/or ethnic backgrounds. This is illustrated by the City University of New York's experiment in open admissions, which was started in 1970. According to Lavin, Alba, and Silberstein (1981) , the overall impact of the open-admissions policy was greater equality of educational opportunity. Specifically, the program more than doubled the number of African American students who graduated with degrees.
A similar outcome was reported in Cross and Slater's (1997) study of African American participation in prestigious universities and the implications of anti-affirmative action policies. Data demonstrate that Blacks in these universities have graduation rates at nearly the same level as Whites. For instance, at Harvard, 95% of the Black students who enroll graduate; this rate is only two percentage points below that of Whites (Cross, 1997) . The authors see this as demonstration that "there is little substance in the widely accepted thesis that Black students, who may be admitted under strong affirmative action programs at these universities, are not able to meet the academic challenges at the nation's highest-ranked institutions" (Cross, 1997, p. 100) . Cross and Slater (1997) warn of the impending fallout from raceneutral admissions policies, which are already in effect in Texas and California. Following Proposition 209 in California, where the use of race and ethnicity has been barred as determinants of college admissions, the decline in enrollment for African Americans and Hispanics is sharply noticeable. At the University of California,
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Berkeley, for example, African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans who were 23.1% of 1997 admissions are 10.4% of 1998 admissions. At the University of California, Los Angeles, the decline was from 19.8% to 12.7%.
It is suggested that such policies could potentially eliminate nearly all African American students from these prestigious universities. Cross and Slater (1997) put it this way: "Our calculations suggest that if standardized tests become the determining factor in admissions decisions at these schools, Black enrollments at these institutions will drop at least by one half and in many cases by as much as 80 percent" (p. 8).
Thus, several other related determinants of access can be added to those already noted. In very recent years, minorities have begun to face the challenge of dealing with the rapidly rising tuition costs and a corresponding decrease in federal support for higher education (American Universities and Colleges, 1997) and other related social and economic concerns.
Consequently, whereas women have benefited from attitudinal changes among the U.S. population, minorities in higher education are also greatly affected, although adversely, by attitude shifts. Only in the area of returning nontraditional students older than 25 years are there signs of hope among minority groups. In this group, African American and Hispanic participation in higher education on a part-time basis is growing at a more rapid rate than for Whites, although their participation is located in the community college and college sectors. Furthermore, Blacks, like women, are disproportionately represented in the sector of higher education that yields the smallest socioeconomic returns (Karen, 1991) . It follows that despite impressive high school and college graduation rates, women's enrollment rates, especially those of African American women, are far from those of men in elite sectors.
Because of the lack of more scientific data on minority participation patterns in higher education, there are constraints in terms of firm conclusions on the progress of female minorities toward educational parity. It is clear that the mobilization of Blacks and women has allowed greater recognition of the need for educational advancement, and women in general, more so than Blacks, have taken advantage of the opportunities available. One can speculate that barring societal inequities and a negative female role socialization process in addition to the institutional barriers of the educational process, participation rates of minority women will increase.
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY TECHNOLOGY-FOCUSED SOCIETY
In today's global economy, as we witness the rapid change in all sectors-shifting demographics, burgeoning new technologies, and an American economy that is restructuring itself dramaticallysociety cannot escape the push for a continual renewal of adults through lifelong learning. Adults, nontraditional learners, will continue to seek access to higher education for advancement in their jobs. Those who fail to do so could very likely find themselves among the two thirds of the American labor force that works outside the new economy and is relegated to areas of work in which wages in real dollars have not risen or have, instead, declined (Dobbs, 2000) .
In the new economy, those who cannot purchase a computer or pay for Internet access and those attending schools that offer minimal education in computer skills are finding themselves on the less-advantaged side of Dobbs's (2000) "great prosperity divide." They are not prepared for the high-tech tasks of the new economy (Dobbs, 2000) .
The digital divide also demonstrates an interesting racial dynamic. In a study done at Vanderbilt University, it was found that White students use the Web far more than Black students. It was discovered that 73% of White students own home computers, compared with 32% of Black students. Because 50% of Black youth are living in poverty, and without the finances to acquire computer hardware and software central to the new economics, the capacity for African Americans to significantly improve their general quality of life is questionable. Dobbs (2000) , commenting on a speech given by Michael Milkin, founder of Knowledge Universe, points out that Milkin believes that poverty and race lead to minimal access to computer skills and knowledge and that these factors help ensure the building of two distinct Americas.
In recent years, in many manufacturing contexts, women have been the primary victims of rapid technological innovations and global competition, as they often are less technical in orientation and thus find themselves in unskilled, manual, clerical, and domestic positions. The situation is more pronounced for minority women who are often less educated. With limited access to skilled trades and apprenticeship programs in largely sex-segregated operations, women are more readily rendered redundant or shifted into the service sector. Redundancy of the labor force, restructuring of the workplace, and demands of the global economy have served as the push for many of the workers, particularly women, to seek access to greater educational opportunities by, for example, returning to school for retraining and advanced degrees. These adults clearly recognize "opportunities exist for those who become computer literate as well as those who decide to further their education" (Rocha & McCant, 1999) .
Through distance learning and satellite centers, higher education accessibility for adults has been dramatically expanded through the new tools of computer and telecommunication industries that have altered the barriers of time, distance, origin of learning, and mode of delivery.
CONCLUSION
Figures for participation of nontraditional women in higher education are unprecedented. Nontraditional women in higher education continue to be a formidable force whose growth has been sustained by factors such as changing societal attitudes engineered by the women's movement, increased levels of women's participation in the labor force, high rates of divorce that put added pressure on women to seek advanced education and upward mobility, and the challenges of a competitive industrialized society that increases the appetite for more material possession. However, there are still problems for the progress of minorities and other marginalized populations for whom access, opportunity, and motivation still remain elusive. These problems should not completely cloud our attention to some of the strategies that have been used to foster Ntiri / ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION 141 increased access in earlier discussions. There is room for catching up if the exclusionary processes that limit access and opportunities are diminished. In multicultural societies such as the United States, education and the right to learn serve as the glue that binds multiple groups. Inhibited access to education and social justice may compound social differences to undermine the well-being of the nation.
This examination of factors and trends in access to higher education for nontraditional learners, especially women and minorities, leads us to highlight the following conclusions:
• Although nontraditional women have surpassed male and younger populations in higher education enrollments, participation remains higher at the community and college levels and in fields that are traditionally female, such as education, health and allied services, and the liberal arts.
• At the graduate level and in technical and other sectors with high economic returns, nontraditional women's representation declines sharply. For minorities in particular, the rate is quite disproportionate.
• Thanks to the women's movement, "gender convergence" has enabled women to have high aspirations, even in areas that were once reserved for men. The similarity in interests, values, and behavior between men and women is consistent with the new roles that women now play in society.
• Nontraditional minority students have also enjoyed growth patterns in higher education. The ratio of minority women to men shows a widening gap that must be corrected.
• Nontraditional minority women, particularly African American women, have different experiences in higher education as a result of their race. In the learning process, they agitate for greater support and acceptance by their professors and a chance to be part of a collegiate networking system or peer association.
Below is a set of recommendations to boost participation rates of minorities in higher education.
• Implement effective institutional practices that minimize barriers and foster more active participation of disadvantaged minorities who fall into a special category of disadvantage: higher rates of underemployment and unemployment, poverty, negative self-concepts, poor academia and career counseling, and inadequate preparation for careers.
• In consideration of principal determinants of access, promote innovative ways to enhance greater admissions of minorities and other marginalized people through similar programs to replace affirmative action and increase need-based federal aid, which has experienced a decline in recent years in the face of rising tuition costs.
• Promote a program of acculturation and assimilation to heighten comfort levels of reentry women in higher education institutions characterized by male power and privilege.
• Strengthen the curriculum of minorities in more formative years to increase self-worth and esteem.
• Increase sensitivity to cultural peculiarities of minorities in psychology, language, and dress.
